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4 erhaps we'd better ex- Th Cy [ OO k | 
amine the phrase, : J 
“hurt by the Church.” Of- f Or JESUS 


ten what we mean is that 


we were hurt by someone. ch urch and 
vested with the authority 
of the Church—even if CO uldn’ t find 
only vested by us person- 
ally. Some were treated badly bya priest or bishop 
or Catholic school teacher. Others had parents 
who were thought of as “pillars of the parish,” 
but who were not so holy at home. | 
Some cannot point to any one person who 
treated them badly, but instead, they are hurt by 
a doctrine or the insensitive presentation of that 
doctrine. ’m thinking of the teaching on homo- 
sexual relations or the unavailability of ordained 
ministry to women or the teaching on marriage 
and divorce. 


Still others are hurt by what appears to be 
missing. Committed single people are often left 
feeling mute and invisible in a Church that seems 
to equate “vocation” with marriage, priesthood, 
and religious life. Those who are passionate. 


about justice may be frustrated that their bishop 
or pastor doesn’t preach about the evils of abor- 
tion, capital punishment, war, materialism, rac- 
ism, sexism, or other social issues. 

We expect to find comfort in church, not pain. 
We expect to find fairness, justice, compassion, 
and courage in church and never their opposite. 
In short, when someone is hurt by the Church, 
perhaps the deep source of their pain is that they 
looked for Jesus at church and they couldn't find 
him. 

If this is what has happened to you, may I 
make two suggestions that were helpful to me. 

First, try substituting the word love for Jesus 
and then look hard in those places we don’t think 
to look for him. Surely there is love...in the men 
and women who kneel and say their prayers; in 
the mother who holds her child close during 
Mass; in the efforts of the preacher and the mu- 
sicians; in holy Communion; in the gathering 
of all those people at least willing to give an hour 
to worship God. Love inspired the sacred music 


and work of artists and builders. Without love 
there would be no heritage of Catholic educa- 
tion and hospitals, ministries to the needy, and 
teaching on justice for the poor. This love is of 
God, for God is love and Jesus is God. 

When we're looking for Jesus in the Church, 
the word we cannot substitute is perfection. We 
wont find perfection in the Church—not be- 
cause Jesus isn’t perfect, but because we aren't. 

What would Jesus say about the imperfection 
of our religious leaders? Read Matthew 
23:1-12. He’s pretty hard on religious 
leaders who give scandal, but still he 
warns his disciples, “Do whatever 
they teach you and follow it; but 
do not do as they do.” We are 
not excused from the virtuous 
life or Christian discipleship 
even if some of our leaders 
fail to be good models. 
Quite the opposite. 

Earlier in Matthew 4, 
Jesus has some harsh 
words to say about 
judging and admon- 
ishes us to stop notic- 
ing the splinter in 
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our brother’s eye and 


ignoring the beam in Iry SU b S t] tu t] Nn 


our own. If we are 
honest about our the word love 
own imperfections— 

our selfishness, intol- fo rJes 
erance, addictions, 

temper, timidity, or 

general failure to love—and if we try to correct 
even one of our own faults, we will find ourselves 
more tolerant of the imperfections of others, even 
if those others are pastors or prelates or popes. 


The second thing we can do if we can’t find 
Jesus in our church is that we can imitate the 
great saints who were hurt by the Church and 
do what they did. We can invite Jesus in, and we 
can try to do as he would do. This is not easy. It 
involves loving when we don’t feel loved. It in- 
volves praying for those who have hurt us. It in- 
volves being distracted when we long for peace 
of mind. It involves patience as we wait for en- 
lightenment or acknowledgment or an apology 
or change. 


Our experience of the Church is very particu- 
lar to our little world—a parish or two, a school, 
maybe what we read in the local newspaper. Yet 
the Catholic Church is vast, encompassing 1.1 
billion people worldwide, men and women of 
every age, race, and class, speaking every lan- 
guage known to humankind, living in every vil- 
lage of every nation of the world. 

I confess I don’t think of the Church like this 
very often. Too often “the Church” for me means 
my parish, or diocese, or my pastor, my bishop, 
or the pope. When I do stop and remember the 


vastness of the Church, then to say P’ve been hurt 
by the Church is like tripping on a tree root and 
complaining that I was hurt by the planet. This is 
not to make light of anyone’s pain. Indeed, I may 
have been very badly hurt in my fall from trip- 
ping on the root, but I don’t want to leave the 
planet. 

Why not leave the Church, especially if it is 
associated with pain? Because only that which 
we love has the power to hurt us in this way. It 
may be that you love the Church. With all its 
imperfections, perhaps the Church is your home. 


